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ISTHESABBATHREALLYNIREVELATION?

Critics point out that the word S a b b a th does not appear
in John's prophetic book. Are Adventists reading their
understanding back into the text? Or dependent on the writings of Ellen White for their end-time scenario?

T

For one thing, critics point out that
the term Sabbath cannot be found in
the book. They question whether this
Adventist teaching is not based on an
extra-biblical source— namely, the

he Seventh-day Adventist
Church has long taught that
the Sabbath commandment
will be center stage in the final
crisis of earth’s history. Humanity, they have insisted, will one
day have to choose between worship
o f the true God on His Sabbath
day and worship of a false god on
another day. For scriptural support,
they have pointed to the Book of
Revelation.
This teaching is under attack
both inside and outside the church.

*Jon Paulien is Professor o f New Testament Interpretation at the Seventhday Adventist Theological Seminary at
Andrews University Berrien Springs,
Michigan. He is the author o f Decoding Revelation’s Trumpets (Andrews
University Press) and several other
books.
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in the Old Testament. Many people
fail to understand the message of
Revelation because they don’t
understand the Old Testament lineage o f its language.
Seek that knowledge and another
problem looms: The book never
quotes the Old Testament, it only
alludes to it with a word here, a
phrase there, a name somewhere
else. Further, it can be difficult to
know when the author intends to
allude to it. The interpreter of Revelation must use careful strategies to
ensure that he or she draws out the
actual meaning of the text rather
than imposing a concept on it. For
the reader already familiar with how
to approach Revelation, and those
interested primarily in my conclusion, I’ll box the strategy on the next
spread (see pages 40 and 41). If you
are not familiar with it, I’d suggest
you read it and take time to work it
out before proceeding. In either
case, in what follows I’m utilizing
the strategy explained in the spread.

writings of Ellen G. White. Furthermore, the Sabbath-Sunday issue itself
seems to have little relevance in
today’s world. Ask the average person
whether Saturday or Sunday is the
right day on which to worship, and
you’ll be confronted with expressions of wonderment: “You mean,
with all the crime and hunger and
environmental pollution in the
world, some Christians are arguing
about which day to go to church?”
“Considering the pace of today’s
world, you ought to be happy if people get to church anytime!” “Haven’t
Christians got anything better to
argue about?”
In such a negative environment, I
thought it would be helpful to revisit
the Book of Revelation in search of
this cardinal Adventist teaching. Is
there an exegetical basis for asserting
the Sabbath will be the climaxing
issue in the struggle between truth
and error? Or are Adventists reading
their prophetic understanding into
the text? Can the Sabbath even be
found in this strange closing book of
the canon?

The Sabbath in Revelation’s
End Time
The foundation text on the scenario involved in the final crisis is
Revelation 12:17. There, John, inspired by God, describes a war
between the dragon and the remnant. Further details are offered in
Revelation 13 and 14. In a sense,
Revelation 12:17 is an outline of the
whole end-time crisis, and chapters

The Language of Allusion
To begin our quest with hope of
success, we must understand a basic
characteristic o f Revelation. The
book is filled with language, ideas,
places, and people of the Old Testament. Although a New Testament
book, Revelation builds on the experiences of God’s people as recorded
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To understand the beasts of Revelation, one must first understand the beasts of Daniel’s dream.

Final battle between good and evil.
What is the objective o f the attack?
The inspired record of
these chapters leaves no doubt. It
is to compel the remnant to
renounce allegiance to God and
worship the unholy trinity. Five
times in Revelation 13 (vss. 4, 8, 12
and 15) and once in chapter 14 (vs.
7) the objective is described as securing worship. Here, then, is the central issue in earth’s final crisis.
Significantly, in chapter 14, the
Revelator’s description of the struggle draws on the four commandment expressions of Exodus 20:11—
“In six days the Lord made the heavens and the earth, the sea, and all
that is in th em ...” (NIV). Revelation

13 and 14 give the
details. For example,
Revelation
13 describes the issues in the
dragon’s war; chapter 14
reveals the character and message
of the Remnant.
The dragon pursues his war,
according to chapter 13, by recruiting
two allies: One comes out of the sea,
the other out of the earth. The three
characters— dragon, beast from the
sea, and beast from the earth— form
an unholy trinity that seeks to counterfeit the work of the true Trinity.
The dragon counterfeits the work of
God the Father, the sea beast counterfeits the work of God the Son, and
the land beast counterfeits the work
of the Holy Spirit. These three combine to attack the Remnant in the

Continued on page 42
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Continued from page 39

wording of the psalm (Psalm 145 in
the Septuagint) is virtually that of
Revelation 14:7. So, strong verbal
parallels in Revelation 14 to both
Exodus 20 and Psalm 146 appear to
give a slight edge to the latter.

14:7 reflects this language thus:
“Worship him who made heaven, and
earth, the sea, and the fountains of
waters” (KJV). This dramatic parallel

is placed at the decisive center point o f
Revelations description o f the final crisis! Attention to the Sabbath com-

Thematic Parallels

mand is, therefore, the response God
seeks from His loyal followers. He
calls them to worship Him rather
than obey the beast’s call to worship
the unholy trinity!

But, as I point out in the accompanying box, verbal parallels are
only one type o f evidence for a conscious allusion to the Old Testament in Revelation. Thematic and
structural parallels are also significant. Are there thematic parallels
between Revelation 14:7 and Exodus 20? Yes. The first four o f the Ten
Commandments (Ex. 20:2-11) contain three motivations for obedience. First is the motivation o f salvation. The preamble to the Ten
Commandments (Ex. 20) says “T
brought you out o f the land of
Egypt, [therefore] . . . have no other
gods before me.’” Our obedience is
to be a loving response to what God
has done for us. Second is the m otivation o f judgment. The second
commandment speaks o f “Visiting
the iniquity o f the fathers upon the
children unto the third and fourth
generation’” (Ex. 20:5). There are
consequences for disobedience.
Third is the motivation o f creation.
‘“Worship him who m ade... (Rev.
14:7, NIV). I have made you, I know
what is best for you. So the first part
o f the law contains three motivations for obedience: salvation, judg-

Revelation 14:7 and the
Old Testament

Verbal Parallels
At this point, critics may
demand: “How do we know that the
author of Revelation actually intended the reader to pick up the
allusion to the fourth commandment at this point (chap. 14:7) in his
narrative? Doesn’t Psalm 146:6 contain the same language as Exodus
20? Perhaps John was quoting the
psalmist, in which case no allusion
to the fourth commandment would
be intended.”
The point is well taken. Psalm
146:6 says, “The Maker o f heaven
and earth, the sea, and everything in
them” (NIV). This language is close,
verbally, to “Him who made the
heaven and the earth, the sea, and
the fountains of water” (Rev. 14:7).
In fact, in the Septuagint version of
the Old Testament (a Greek translation from the Hebrew that was available in New Testament times) the
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The remnant are characterized, among other attributes, as
those who ukeep the commandments o f God” (Rev. 12:17; 14:12,
KJV). The issue here, is not just any commandment o f God.
The context focuses on worship, as weyve noted. And worship
focuses on the first table o f the Ten Commandments, the fo u r that
have to do with relationship to God.

ment, and creation.
The same three motivations
appear in the context of Revelation
14:7. First, the angel proclaims “the
everlasting gospel,” a great motive of
salvation. Second, the motive of
judgment: “Fear God and give him
glory, for the hour o f his judgment
has come.” And we have already
observed the motivation of creation:
“Worship the one who m ade.. . . ” So
Revelation 14:6 and 7 has the same
three motivations as the First four
commandments (those with instructions on relationship with
G od)— salvation, judgment, and
creation. And they even appear in
the same order as in Exodus 20!
Do any of these themes occur
also in Psalm 146? Yes. There is the
theme of salvation: “Do not put your
trust in princes, in mortal men who
cannot save. . . .Blessed is he whose
help is the God of Jacob” (vss. 3, 5,
NIV). The theme of creation is there:
“Blessed is he whose help is the God
of Jacob, whose hope is in the Lord
his God, the Maker of heaven and

earth” (vss. 5, 6, NIV). And the
theme of judgment: “He upholds the
cause of the oppressed” (vs. 7, NIV).
The thematic parallels to Psalm 146,
therefore, are as strong as those to
Exodus 20, but do not appear in the
same order. In this case, we can conclude that strong evidence points to
both Old Testament contexts, but
Exodus 20 has a slight edge when it
comes to order.

Structural Parallels
We come, now, to our search for
structural parallels. Let’s look at the
evidence in Revelation 12 to 14. The
Ten Commandments, of which Exodus 20:11 is a part, seems to be a
m ajor structure underlying this
whole section of Revelation. The
remnant are characterized, among
other attributes, as those who “keep
the commandments of God” (Rev.
12:17; 14:12, KJV). The issue here is
not just any commandment o f God.
The context focuses on worship, as
we’ve noted. And worship focuses on
the first table o f the Ten Command-
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To keep the Sabbath is to take God at His word despite our
five senses' inability to perceive evidence that to do so is reasonable. The Sabbath at the end is like the tree o f knowledge at
the beginning. The fruit was probably both tasty and nutritious.
The only reason not to eat it was because God said so.

ity in the center: the Sabbath command: “For in six days the Lord
made the heavens and the earth, the
sea, and all that is in them, but he
rested on the seventh day. Therefore,
the Lord blessed the Sabbath day
and made it holy” (Ex. 20:11, NIV).
The fourth commandment is the
only place in the Ten Commandments where the basis o f God’s
authority over all creation (He is the
Creator) is stated. This concept of a
seal is important in Revelation as
well: The 144,000 are sealed on their
foreheads (Revelation 14:1, see also
Revelation 7:3 and 4; Exodus 31:13
and 17). The unholy trinity also
offers a counterfeit to the seal— the
mark o f the beast (Rev. 13:16, 17).
Thus, all four commandments of the
first table o f the law come under
attack by the unholy trinity of Revelation 13. In fact, overthrow of the
first table of the law is their strategic
objective.
This series of verbal and thematic connections between the
above verses and Old Testament passages related to the Ten Command-

ments, the four that have to do with
relationship to God.
Given this reality, it is not surprising that in Revelation 13 the
beasts counterfeit not only the persons o f the Godhead, but each of the
first four commandments o f the
Decalogue as well. The first commandment says, “‘You shall have no
other gods before me’” (NIV), but
the sea beast takes the place of God
by receiving worship (Rev. 13:4, 8).
The second commandment warns
against worship o f images, yet the
land beast creates an image to be
worshiped (Rev. 13:14, 15). The
third commandment says, “‘You
shall not misuse the name of the
Lord your God’” (NIV), but the sea
beast has the names o f blasphemy
written all over it (Rev. 13:1, 5, 6).
The fourth commandment says,
“Remember the Sabbath day.”
Ancient covenant tablets were
stamped in the center with a seal of
ownership and authority. Since the
Ten Commandments follow the format of the covenant tables, they too
have a seal of ownership and author-
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claims to be, it makes no sense to
worship someone else.
The one irrational com m andment is the fourth, with its command to worship on Saturday rather
than some other day. Such a com mand is so lacking in logic and selfinterest that secular people find it
hard to take seriously, as the comments at the beginning o f this article
indicate. After all, no one has been
able to demonstrate any logical or
scientific basis for assuming one day
to be more special to God than any
other. The sun shines and the rain
falls in the usual equal amounts on
both Saturday and Sunday. To keep
the Sabbath is to take God at His
word despite our five senses’ inability to perceive evidence that to do so
is reasonable. The Sabbath at the end
is like the tree of knowledge at the
beginning. The fruit was probably
both tasty and nutritious. The only
reason not to eat it was because God
said so.
So it is with the Sabbath. The
only reason to prefer Saturday over
Sunday is because God said so; there
is no other reason. We accept the
Sabbath on the basis of God’s Word.
It is, therefore, a good test of our
trust in God and His Word, which
we believe to give a reliable account
of the mind and will of God. His
Word is a trustworthy record of
God’s dealings in the past, and it is a
reliable account o f the realities o f the
end-time test of loyalty.
□

ments constitutes a major structural
parallel. Here, then, is overwhelming
support for the likelihood that the
Revelator intended readers to note
the relationship o f Revelation 14:7
to Exodus 20:11. No similar relationships exists between Revelation
14:7 and Psalm 146.
The cumulative evidence for the
Sabbath in the Book of Revelation is
conclusive. When the author describes God’s final appeal to the
human race in the context of endtime deception, he does so in terms of
a call to worship the Creator in the
context of the fourth commandment.
The Issue o f Relevance
But even if the Sabbath is biblical,
does it make sense to see it as a
defining issue in the final crisis?
Actually, the Sabbath is an ideal test
whether people are truly loyal to
God. The Sabbath command differs
from the other nine in a significant
way. All the rest have a rationale in
reason and self-interest; after all, the
principles of the second table of the
law (how we are to relate to one
another) are at the foundation of
most governments. “Thou shalt not
kill” is logical to anyone who does
not wish to be killed. “Thou shalt
not steal” makes sense to anyone
who wants to protect his or her
hard-earned possessions. The same
can be said for the first three commandments, which define our relationship to God. If God is who He
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